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4 ESSAYS IN LITERARY INTERPRETATION.

fully grasped all there is in it of suggestive and fruit-
ful truth. Not until we have finally and forever
abandoned the old conception of literature as an art
conformed to certain fixed and final standards_shall
we learn the deepest things which books have to
teach us. So long as we conceive of literature as an
art whose limitations and methods have been estab-
lished for all time, we shall have small comprehen-
sion of modern literature, very imperfect sympathy
with it, and a very inadequate conception of its mean-
ing and its tendency.

Compared with the literature of earlier periods,
modern books, as has been said, show distinctly and
obviously an immensely increased complexity of form
and spirit; the passion for truth and for expression
has become so general and so powerful that it has
burst many ancient channels and made countless new
courses for itself. Literature to-day tells the whole
truth so far as it knows it; formerly it told only such
truths as were consistent with certain theories of art.
If a modern artist were to paint the parting of Aga-
memnon and Iphigenia, he would tell the whole story
in the agony of the father’s face; the Greek artist,
on the other hand, veiled the father’s anguish in order
that the high tranquillity of art might not be disturbed.
When Agamemnon was murdered, or (Edipus with
his own hand put out his eyes that they might not be
the unwilling witnesses of his doom, the theatre knew
only by report that these events had taken place;
to-day the whole direful course of the tragedy is
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its own nature and to master the field and the imple-
ments of its activity. It has made countless experi-
ments, and has learned quite as much from its failures
as from its successes. It has laboriously traversed
the island in space where its fortunes are cast; it has
listened intently, generation after generation, for some
message from beyond the seas which encompass it.
It has made every kind of venture to enlarge its capi-
tal of pleasure, and it has hazarded all its gains for
some nobler fortune of which it has dreamed. It has
opened its arms to receive the joys of life, and missing
them, has patiently clasped a crucifix. It has drank
every cup of experience; won all victories and suf-
fered all defeats ; tested all creeds and acted all phi-
losophies ; illustrated all baseness and risen to the
heights of all nobleness. In short, humanity has lived,
—not in a few persons, a few periods, a few activities,
but in countless persons, through long centuries, and
under all conditions. Surely some laiger and more
comprehensive idea of life lies in the mind of the
modern world than ever defined itself to the men of
the earlier times. Society has still much to leam;
but men have now lived long enough to have attained
a fairly complete self-knowledge. They have by no
means fully developed themselves, but they know
what is in them. Humanity has come to maturity,
and to the self-consciousness which is the power of
maturity.

With this self-consciousness there has come a cor-
responding power of expression; the two are as in-
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explicit confessions are hardly more personal and
individual than the great mass of modern literature.
We know the secret thoughts, the hidden processes
of character, in Tito and Anna Karénina, even more
completely than if these creations, become actunal
flesh and blood, had attempted to give us their con-
fidence. The great writers who have drawn these
masterly portraits have comprehended the significance
of the almost imperceptible stages by which motives
and impulses are moved forward to their ultimate
issue in action, by which character is advanced from
its plastic to its final and permanent form. They
have seen that dramatic interest does not attach
exclusively to those well-defined climaxes of experi-
ence which we call crises, but invests and gives artistic
value to the whole movement of life; that no acts
which have moral or intellectual quality are unimpor-
tant. The peasant is quite as interesting a figure to
the literary artist as the king; has become, in fact,
far more attractive and suggestive, since nothing in-
tervenes between him and human nature in its purest
form. Interest in the great fact of life has become so
intense that we are impatient of all the conventions
and traditions that conceal it from us. The novels
to-day are full of studies of men and women in the
most primitive conditions and relations, and he must
command the very highest resources of his art who
would interest us in a character swathed in the trap-
pings of royalty. These things seem tawdry and
uoreal to a generation that has caught a glimpse of












PERSONALITY IN LITERARY WORK.

Dr. JounsoN is probably the best English illustration
of a writer whose personality was so inadequately ex-
pressed in hiswork that what he was is likely to obliterate
what he did. The man was hearty, simple, often
offensively, always unaffectedly, forceful and down-
right; his work, on the other hand, while sound and
wholesome, is formal, academic, elaborate, and at
times highly artificial. No man spoke with more
resolute Saxon bluntness than the author of those
solemn and imposing essays in the ¢ Rambler,” of
whom Goldsmith said that if he wrote of little fishes
they would all speak like great whales. That his
pen was not wholly devoid of the vigour which his
speech uniformly had, is evident to every one who
reads his letters; but as a rule this rugged strength
is diffused and lost in a succession of well-wrought
phrases rather than concentrated on the sharp edge
of concise and telling sentences. It is certainly no
lack of personality which one feels in reading John-
son ; the Doctor is never far off in those infrequent
moments when one takes up ¢ Rasselas’” or the
“Rambler ; ” but it is the wigged and powdered pro-
fessional man of letters in the wigged and powdered
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and fragmentary is our knowledge of the outward
facts of Shakespeare’s life that this noblest of modern
minds has furnished the material for the most fantas-
tic exercise of arbitrary inference known in the history
of literature. If Shakespeare had had his Boswell,
we might have possessed an authoritative history of
“ Hamlet ’ and the “ Tempest,” — something which
would have given us the order and sequence of these
marvellous plays. They are creations, however, not
pieces of mechanism ; and nothing deeper could be
told about them than they reveal themselves. About
every great work of art there is something mysterious
and inexplicable ; and he who can explain it least is
he by whose hand it was done. Shakespeare’s spirit-
ual autobiography lies clearly written in his work,
although the aspect under which his contemporaries
knew him is barely hinted at there. Shakespeare’s
Boswell would have been intensely interesting; we
could well have spared libraries of commentaries if
his single volume could have taken their place; but
he could have rendered no such service to his master
or to us as Johnson's Boswell performed. Johnson
spoke from the surface of his nature when he set
hand to paper, and the gleanings of Boswell were
more than the harvester gathered; Shakespeare
spoke from the depths of his nature and in all the tones
which impart expression to uttered speech, and a
Boswell would have found little unsaid that was
needed to the complete expression of his spiritual
nature. It would have given us deep satisfaction to
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of his youth. These intense expressions of critical
moments in a man’s growth, these cries out of the
heart of a passing anguish, are indeed charged with
personality, but with a personality limited in time and
experience ; they are not the complete and harmo-
nious expression of the whole man. If we seek this,
we shall find it not in these passionate outcries, but in
the clear, strong, harmonic tones that convey the
full significance of deep, rich, masterful life and
thought. The personality of Byron, of Leopardi, of
De Musset, is so obvious, so interesting, so pungent,
that their work and the work of men of their class
seem like the truest and deepest expression of the
man behind it ; its intensity makes the calmness and
range of the greatest writers seem entirely imper-
sonal. When, however, we study these larger and
more varied creations, we find ourselves in the pres-
ence of men whose restraint and repose are significant
not of repression, but of free, complete, and beautiful
self-expression. It is in Sophocles, in Shakespeare, in
Moli¢re, in Goethe, that we find the ripest and most
powerful personalities, — personalities that have not
rested in simple transcriptions of the feeling of the
moment, but have made their own experiences illus-
trative of universal law, and in the untroubled surface
of their calm, deep natures have reflected the whole
moving image of things. ¢ Manfred,” “ The Rob-
bers,” and ¢ Queen Mab ” are not defective in dis-
closure of personality ; but in all works of their kind
the personality is either limited in time or in expe-
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The frankest autobiographies always leave unsaid
the thing we care most to know ; they give us hints,
side-lights, pregnant suggestions, but they always leave
a residuum of mystery. No man was ever yet perfectly
explained to his fellows; and no man ever will be.
We shall know some men far more thoroughly than
we know others, but we shall never know any man
completely. Nor will any man ever attain complete
self-knowledge, — that kind of knowledge which will
disclose all the sources of his power, trace back every
rivulet of influence to its ancestral spring, uncover
all the depths not only of personal but of inherited
experience, make clear what he receives from his own
time, and mark that which is distinctively his own;
that residuum which neither time, race, nor circum-
stances account for. In every soul, as in every life,
there is something solitary and incommunicable, —a
holy of holies upon which the veil is never lifted.
It is written that no man can see God and live ; and
there is something divine in us upon which we are
not suffered to look. It is this mysterious and
essential personality, modified in expression by the
temporary elements of place and age, but fundamen-
tally apart from and independent of them, which
inspires and gives form to every great work of art;
so that there is in every masterpiece something
inexplicable, — something which cannot be referred to
anything anterior ; something, in a word, which we
call creative because we cannot account for it in any
other way. An imitative work discloses its parentage :
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its own nature and to master the field and the imple-
ments of its activity. It has made countless experi-
ments, and has learned quite as much from its failures
as from its successes. It has laboriously traversed
the island in space where its fortunes are cast; it has
listened intently, generation after generation, for some
message from beyond the seas which encompass it.
It has made every kind of venture to enlarge its capi-
tal of pleasure, and it has hazarded all its gains for
some nobler fortune of which it has dreamed. It has
opened its arms to receive the joys of life, and missing
them, has patiently clasped a crucifix. It has drank
every cup of experience; won all victories and suf-
fered all defeats; tested all creeds and acted all phi-
losophies ; illustrated all baseness and risen to the
heights of all nobleness. In short, humanity has lived,
—not in a few persons, a few periods, a few activities,
but in countless persons, through long centuries, and
under all conditions. Surely some larger and more
comprehensive idea of life lies in the mind of the
modern world than ever defined itself to the men of
the earlier times. Society has still much to leam;
but men have now lived long enough to have attained
a fairly complete self-knowledge. They have by no
means fully developed themselves, but they know
what is in them. Humanity has come to maturity,
and to the self-consciousness which is the power of
maturity.

With this self-consciousness there has come a cor-
responding power of expression; the two are as in-
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work passes through the pre-natal stages before it is
born in the artist’s mind ; it is fashioned in that sub-
lime mystery which lies behind all birth. Shall it be
epic, lyric, or drama? is a question which the poet is
never asked. It is already one or the other of these
before it is disclosed to him. By the structure of a
great literary work is meant, therefore, something very
different from its mere form, — something which is of
the very heart and soul of the work ; that which brings
it out of the region of abstraction into the world of
human perception and thought; that by which the
ideal enters into and becomes a part of the real.

This structural element is discovered, appropriated,
or furnished by the imagination, —the one creative
faculty we possess, and the ¢ master light of all our
seeing.”” The more closely we study human knowl-
edge and thought, the more clearly do we perceive
that this word ¢ imagination ”” has more compass and
depth of meaning than any other word which we
apply to our faculties. It includes all that we pos-
sess of constructive power, —the power of holding
masses of facts so firmly and continuously in the
field of vision as to enable us to discover their unity
and the laws which govern them; in other words,
science, — the power of seeing the permanent in the
transitory, the universal in the particular; in other
words, philosophy, — the power of perceiving and real-
izing the soul of things visible, and out of the real
constructing the ideal; in other words, art, — the
power of discerning the spiritual behind the material,
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of expression, and when a true word seemed to him
to lack euphony, still went on seeking another with
invincible patience, certain that he had not yet got
hold of the unique word. . . . A thousand preoccu-
pations would beszt him at the same moment, always
with this desperate certitude fixed in his spirit, —
among all the expressions in the world, all forms and
terms of expression, there is but one — one form,
one mode — to express what I want to say.” There
is no paradox in all this; for while style is an end
which may be consciously worked for, it is also and
always, whenever it reaches the highest level of art,
a full, free, and powerful expression of personality,
and as such it was determined for the man in the
hour in which his personality was compounded. The
search for style is therefore never a search for some-
thing artificial, something so distinct from the searcher
that he may choose among several, rejecting one and
accepting another; it is always the effort to attain
complete self-expression. Some writers never find
their true style, and failing of genuine self-expres-
sion, soon pass into oblivion ; but genius never misses
its vocabulary.

A genuine literary artist never uses words which
are merely ornamental and therefore extraneous ; his
phrase contains neither more nor less than his
thought ; when it fails either by surplusage or by
suppression, it falls short of that perfect art which is
the instant and final identification of truth and
beauty. The artist is known, as Schiller said, by
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general inevitably turn to art. Self-expression is a

necessity when the sense of self becomes deep, rich,

and powerful ; when all life awakes to consciousness .
through it, and the world lies reflected in it as the

summer night in the sea that moves through it

hushed and calmed as with the deep pulsation of

the universe.
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in whatsoever way, ought to spring from the union of
all his faculties.” It is this deep, unconscious ex-
pression of the totality of man's experience and
nature which pervades the greatest works of litera-
ture, and makes them the most authoritative works
of history we possess. They record the progress of that
education of the soul for which the world stands.
Herder performed for literature the service which
Winckelmann performed for antique art: he dis-
covered its natural history, and set it in normal
relations with the totality of human thought and
achievement. And what he had done for literature
he did also for history. He substituted a natural and
vital for an artificial and mechanical conception. He
grasped the great idea of development, so familiar to
us, and so fruitful of fresher and deeper views of
things. “Up to this time,” says a German writer,
reported by Hillebrand, from whom these quotations
are made, “the most mechanical teleology had
reigned in the philosophy of history. Providence
was represented to have created cork-trees that men
should have wherewith to stop their bottles.” Herder
saw that the laws which govern the life of men in the
world are written in the very constitution of the soul,
and are not arbitrary regulations impressed from
without ; that history records the unfolding of germs
and forces which were within the soul at the begin-
ning, not a series of interferences and interruptions;
and that these germs are developed under conditions
fixed by law, and part, therefore, of the very structure
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the best critical writing, in which the more imposing
qualities of order, proportion, gradation, are combined
with marvellous delicacy of touch, refinement of charac-
terization, subtilty and keenness of insight.

Modern criticism has given us a new conception of
literature. Studying comprehensively the vast ma-
terial which has come to its hand, discerning clearly
the law of growth behind all art, and the interdepen-
dence and unity of all human development, it has
given us an interpretation of literature which is noth-
ing less than another chapter in the revelation of life.
This is its real contribution to civilization ; this is the
achievement which stamps it as creative work. The
epic described adequately and nobly the stir and
movement of an objective age; the drama repre-
sented the relations of men to the powers above them
and to the organized social and moral forces about
them ; criticism, in the hands of the great writers,
discloses the law and the fact of art and life as these
- final realities are revealed through literature.
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¢ A year again, and on Inchkeith isle
I saw thee pass in the breeze,
With the cerecloth risen above thy feet,
And wound about thy knees.

¢ And yet a year, in the Links of Forth,
As a wanderer without rest,
Thou cam’st with both thine arms i’ the shroud
That clung high up thy breast.

¢ And in this hour I find thee here,
And well mine eyes may note
That the winding-sheet hath passed thy breast
And risen around thy throat.

¢ And when I meet thee again, O King,
That of death hast such sore drouth, —
Except thou turn again on this shore, —
The winding-sheet shall have moved once more,
And covered thine eyes and mouth.’”

Of Rossetti’s lyrical verse one poem has had the
good or ill fortune to attain something like popularity,
— a popularity due, it is to be feared, to its picturesque
and quaint phraseology rather than to its high and
beautiful imaginative quality. ¢ The Blessed Damo-
sel,”” written at nineteen, remains one of the most
captivating and original poems of the century, — a lyric
full of bold and winning imagery and charged with
imaginative fervour and glow; a vision upon which
painter and poet seemed to have wrought with a
single hand ; a thing of magical beauty, whose spell is
no more to be analyzed than the beauty of the night
when the earliest stars crown it. In all his lyrical
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“ Listen alone beside the sea,
Listen alone among the woods ;
Those voices of twin solitudes
Shall have one sound alike to thee.
Hark where the murmurs of thronged men
Surge and sink back and surge again, —
Still the one voice of wave and tree.

“ Gather a shell from the strown beach
And listen at its lips : they sigh
The same desire and mystery,

The echo of the whole sea’s speech.
And all mankind is thus at heart
Not anything but what thou art:

And Earth, Sea, Man, are all in each.”

The structure of the sonnet is at once the inspira-
tion and the despair of those who would range them-
selves beside Shakespeare and Milton, Wordsworth
and Mrs. Browning, in the choir of English sonneteers.
Within its narrow limits and under its rigid laws the
greatest poets have poured their souls at full tide into
forms whose perfection predicts immortality. This
delicate instrument Rossetti has made his own, and
after the manner of Shakespeare, committed into its
keeping the secrets of his inner life. It is in the lines
of the one hundred and fifty-two sonnets included in
his published work that we come nearest his personal
life. He has given us an admirable description of
this form of verse: —

“ A sonnet is a moment’s monument, —
Memorial from the Soul’s eternity
To one dead, deathless hour. Look that it be,
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Magdalene at the Door of Simon the Pharisee,” sug-
gested by a drawing in which Mary has left a festal
procession and by a sudden impulse seeks Christ
within, her lover following and endeavouring to turn
her back: —

“ Why wilt thou cast the roses from thine hair ?
Nay, be thou all a rose, — wreath, lips, and cheek.
Nay, not this house, — that banquet-house we seek ;
See how they kiss and enter ; come thou there.
This delicate day of love we two will share
Till at our ear love’s whispering night shall speak.
‘What, sweet one, — hold'st thou still the foolish fyeak ?
Nay, when I kiss thy feet, they'll leave the stair.

“Qh, loose me! See’st thou not my Bridegroom’s face
That draws me to Him? For His feet my kiss,
My hair, my tears, He craves to-day ; and oh!
‘What words can tell what other day and place
Shall see me clasp those blood-stained feet of His?
He needs me, calls me, loves me; let me go!”

“The House of Life,” described as a sonnet-
sequence, is undoubtedly the noblest contribution in
this form of verse yet made to our literature. It
should be studied with Shakespeare’s sonnets and
with Mrs. Browning’s ¢ Sonnets from the Portuguese,”
in order that its wealth of thought, its varied beauty
of phrase, and its depth of feeling may be compre-
hended. It tells the same heart story, but in how
different a key! The hundred and more sonnets
which compose it are a revelation of the poet’s
nature ; all its ideals, its passions, its hopes and
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closures of action, but in those ravishing perfections
of form and being which seem to be finalities because
the imagination, baffled by their very completeness,
cannot pass beyond. He was an artist, not after the
manner of Tennyson, whose literary insight matches
itself with a melody that presses fast upon music
itself ; not after the manner of Sophocles, to whose
work proportion and harmony and repose gave the
impress of a supreme and final achievement ; but after
the fashion of some of the mystical painters, whose
vision included that interior beauty which is the soul
of visible things; which cannot be formulated nor
analyzed nor dissevered from itself by an intellectual
process, but is the pure product of intuition, — some-
thing never to be demonstrated, but always to be
revealed. ¢ The Beautiful,” said Goethe, “is a pri-
meval phenomenon, which indeed never becomes
visible itself, but the reflection of which is seen in
a thousand various expressions of the creative mind,
as various and manifold even as the phenomena of
Nature.” This quality of perception is so different
from the literary faculty as most poets disclose it
that it may almost be said to characterize another
order of mind. Beauty is one of the finalities of
creation, and is, therefore, unresolvable into its ele-
ments ; something instantly recognized, but vanish-
ing when we try to press its secret from it. Rossetti
did not see beautiful aspects of things chiefly, or we
could overtake his mental processes; he saw beauty
itself. It was not the attributes but the quality which
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nature, but in a woman’s face; it was not a mere ap-
pearance of beauty, it was a soul revealing itself; it
was life removing its masks of shame and indignity
and discovering its divine loveliness,  Like the Bea-
trice of Dante’s vision, this face looked through and
interpreted all his experiences. All the passion of his
soul sets like a mighty tide toward this object of
mystical adoration ; all forms of human expression,
the most familiar, the most intimate, the most intense,
the most sensuous, are charged with the flow of his
emotion and cannot contain it. It ceases to be a
pursuit ; it becomes a life.

There is one other word yet to be spoken which
describes this enthralling passion. One must go back
to Plato and study the “ Phadrus ” and the “ Sympo-
sium,” one must steep his mind in the mystical
thought of Dante, to understand all that love meant
to Rossetti. It meant the consummation and fulfil-
ment of all that life promised and prophesied; it
meant that final state of being in which knowl-
edge and experience and action find their eternal
fruition : —

“Not T myself know all my love for thee:

How should I reach so far, who cannot weigh
To-morrow’s dower by gage of yesterday ?

Shall birth and death, and all dark names that be

As doors and windows bared to some loud sea,
Lash deaf my ears and blind my face with spray;
And shall my sense pierce love, — the last relay

And ultimate outpost of eternity ?”
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those who crave a different and more distinctively spir-
itual expression. To the sensuous alone can ¢ The
House of Life’” be sensuous; it is to be interpreted
as akin with the “Vita Nuova ;" the same mood runs
through both, although one is the word of an artist
and the other the vision of a prophet. Beauty as the
finality of expression, love as the finality of being, —
these are the truths that give all Rossetti’s works and
words a noble unity and consistency of aim and
achievement.
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in “ Faust "’ a revelation of the time through its most
sensitive personality, of which, in the nature of things,
the poet was for the most part unconscious. This
fact does not diminish the greatness of such an
achievement as the writing of a classic drama; it
simply recalls the supplementary fact that as every work
of art discloses relations to universal principles and to
an historical development, so every artist discovers
certain far-reaching and highly significant spiritual
and intellectual affinities, which are so completely
a part of himself that he never separates them in
consciousness.

The poet, by a law of his nature, is compelled to
open his heart to us; when he plans to conceal
himself most securely, he is making the thing he
would hide most clear to us. Shakespeare is the
most impersonal of poets, and yet no poet has made
us understand more clearly the conditions under
which, in his view, this human life of ours is lived ;
while of Byron, who

“bore
With haughty scorn which mock’d the smart,
Through Europe to the Ztolian shore
The pageant of his bleeding heart,”

and of many another of his temperament, we possess
the fullest and most trustworthy knowledge. But the
poet tells our secret as frankly as he tells his- own.
We are irresistibly drawn to him, not only because he
gives us his view of things, the substance of his
personal life, but because he makes ourselves clear
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does not extinguish, but elevates and purifies desire.
It was inevitable, therefore, that the master-passion
of life should find at his hands noble and varied ex-
pression. It is safe to say that no English poet has
matched the sovereign passion of love with so many
and such wholly adequate forms. Indeed, when one
has grasped Browning’s idea of love as the fulfilment
of life, there are few other poets who seem to have
touched the theme with anything approaching mastery.
That other poet, whose star-like soul moves with his
forever in a common orbit, could have left no more
beautiful revelation of her own nature than that which
shines and glows in Browning’s thought of love. In
“Youth and Art,” in “Colombe’s Birthday,” in
“The Inn Album,” in “The Ring and the Book,”
in those noble self-confessions, ¢ One Word More,” and
¢ By the Fireside,” in a hundred other poems, it is
made clear that life touches its zenith only as it
surrenders itself to a passion whose spiritual fervour
burns aways all selfishness and makes it one with
whatever is eternal and divine. He who fails to
make the last venture, to hazard all for the possible
possession of heaven, may gain everything else, but
has miserably and finally failed ; he has missed the
one supreme hour when life would have been re-
vealed to him, So profoundly is the poet possessed
by the necessity of surrendering one’s self to the
highest impulses that occasionally, as in ¢ The
Statue and the Bust,” this thought dominates and
excludes all other considerations, and stamps the
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boundless physical delight of youth, and yet over-
clouded at times with stirrings of a genius which
made him an alien on the playground, a solitary
among the shouting throng. These overcast days
‘were few, however ; for genius, instead of being the
disease sometimes fancied by those who confuse it with
morbid self-consciousness, is the very highest sanity
and health.

As a schoolboy, Keats cared more for fighting
than for books; but in spite of his vehemence and
occasional violence, he was a prime favourite, — his
high-mindedness, tenderness, and real nobility supple-
menting his physical leadership with another and
finer authority. There comes a time, however, in the
life of a boy of such gifts when the obscure stirrings
become more frequent and profound; the imagina-
tion no longer hints at its presence, but begins to
sound its mysterious and thrilling note in the soul.
There is no other moment so wonderful as this first
hour of awakening, — this dawn of the beauty and
wonder and mystery of the world on a nature that has
been living only the glad, unthinking life of the senses.
It came to Keats in his fifteenth year, —came with
that sudden hunger and thirst for knowledge which
consume the days with desire as with a fire, and fill
the young heart with passionate longing to drain the
cup of experience at a draught. ¢ In my mind’s eye
Inow see him at supper,” writes Cowden Clarke, “sit-
ting back on the form from the table, holding the folio
volume of Burnet’s ¢ History of his Own Time’ be-
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clear consciousness of his power and the practice that
lies between that consciousness and the mastery of
his art were all that Keats needed. The first he
owed to Spenser; the second he immediately set
about acquiring for himself. With the secrecy and
diffidence of a youth impelled to rhyme and con-
scious of his lack of skill, Keats began writing sonnets
and other verses, concealing these first flowers of his
fancy even from Cowden Clarke, who saw them for
the first time two years later. The bondage of the
apprenticeship was slowly wearing to its close; but
more than a year before the expiration of the term of
five years, the articles were cancelled, and hence-
forth, as Mr. Lowell has said, ¢ his indentures ran to
Apollo instead of Mr. Hammond.”

In 1814, at the age of nineteen, still looking for-
ward to medicine as a vocation and to the making of
verse as an avocation, Keats entered the hospitals of
St. Thomas’s and Guy’s as a medical student. Two
and a half years passed in apparent devotion to
medical study: during the early months of this period
the study was serious and real; during the later
months the charm of poetry steadily deepened. It
became his real pursuit, his passion, and his life ; but
he carried on his professional study with sufficient
zeal to pass with credit the regular examination as
a licentiate and to secure a hospital appointment at
Guy's. To go further was to assume grave and dis-
tasteful responsibilities and to put aside visions that
were summoning him with deepening insistence into
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upon it for work of heroic type and epic magnitude ;
with Joseph Severn, a lover of letters and art, whose
social charm Mr. Ruskin has preserved in one of his
characteristic sentences; ¢ lightly sagacious, lovingly
humorous, daintily sentimental, he was in council
with the cardinals to-day, and at picnic on the Cam-
pagna with the brightest English belles to-morrow,
and caught the hearts of all in the golden net of his
goodwill and good understanding, as if life were but
for him the rippling chant of his favourite song, —

“ ¢ Gente, e qui ’'uccellatore.’”

A goodly company of friends surely for the young
poet; and another evidence that fortune did not
avert her face from the years of his self-discovery
and self-culture !

In the congenial companionship of this group of
variously gifted men Keats found sympathy, apprecia-
tion, and, in some cases, enthusiastic encouragement ;
and in March, 1817, a slender column of verse came
from the press of the Olliers. As a motto for his
first venture the poet selected the lines from Spenser :

“ What more felicity can fall to creature
Than to enjoy delight with liberty ? ”

Over the gateway of his career Keats thus acknowl-
edged his indebtedness to the past, and disclosed the
prime qualities of his own contribution to English
poetry. Continuing the tradition of Spenser, not as
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days of restlessness and irritation which foreshadowed
the physical weakness which was soon to assert itself
and, in a measure, defeat the promise of the glowing
spirit. But these clouds were momentary; there
were raptures such as only the young imagination
knows. Writing to Miss Reynolds, he says: ¢ Believe
me, my dear Jane, it is a great happiness to see that
you are in this finest part of the year winning a little
enjoyment from the hard world. In truth, the great
Elements we know of are no mean comforters: the
open sky sits upon our senses like a sapphire crown ;
the Air is our robe of state ; the Earth is our throne ;
and the Sea a mighty minstrel playing before it, able,
like David’s harp, to make such a one as you forget
almost the tempest cares of life.”

These words are significant of the education which
Keats was giving himself, —the education which lies
behind every great career, through which the libera-
tion of every original mind is accomplished. It was
no shallow inspiration which burned like fire in the
soul of the poet; it was no obvious and superficial
beauty which mirrored itself in his soul, and which he
was to give back line for line. His springs were in the
secret places, fed by the spirit of God and discovered
by those alone who hold the divining-rod of genius.
With Keats, as with all the masters of the arts, there
was no separation of life and art; they were one in
that fundamental unity which men never break save
at the loss of what is deepest in thought and truest in
art, — that sublime marriage of which all the great
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shapes of epic greatness are stationed round me, and
serve my spirit the office which is equivalent to a
king’s bodyguard, — then ¢Tragedy with sceptred
pall comes sweeping by.’”

Keats was now at work on the story of “En-
dymion,” moving from place to place in search of the
most favourable conditions. A delightful episode in
this wandering life was a visit of six weeks at Oxford,
the mornings devoted to work on the poem and the
afternoons to walking or rowing. The charm of the
city was on him, as it has been on so many men of
imagination ; and Bailey, who was his companion, re-
cords the wonderful sweetness and charm of the poet
during these days in the ripe old gardens or upon the
slow-moving Isis. The months that followed were
shadowed by anxiety. His brother Tom was ill, and
his brother George was preparing to emigrate to this
country ; but Keats kept steadily at work, and “ En-
dymion ” was published in the spring of 1818. The
quality and place of the poem in the development of
his mind and art were perfectly understood by the
poet. He had very moderate expectations of its suc-
cess, and he saw much more clearly than his critics
its defects and immaturity ; he saw also its sincerity
and value as the fruit of a ripening art. His percep-
tion of its defects and his recognition of its freshness
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“Saint Stephen” begun, neither with any degree of
success. These were the last working-days, and the
last fruit of them was the noble ode “ To Autumn.”
These brief months had brought out, not the full
measure, but the ripe power of Keats's genius. The
apprenticeship was ended ; the artist had come to full
stature. Not since Spenser had there been a purer
gift of poetry among English-speaking peoples; not
since Milton a line of nobler balance of sound,
thought, and cadence. There is no magic of colour in
written speech that is not mixed in the diction of
“The Eve of Saint Agnes,” — a vision of beauty, deep,
rich, and glowing as one of those dyed windows in
which the heart of the Middle Ages still burns. While
of the odes, so perfect in form, so ripe with thought, so
informed and irradiated by the vision and the insight of
the imagination, what remains to be said save that they
furnish us with the tests and standards of poetry itself?
They mark the complete identification of thought with
form, of vision with faculty, of life with art.

But this noble power, that seemed in all those
months to create with a divine ease out of a divine ful-
ness, was the final energy of an expiring life. Keats
returned to London in October, 1819. On the advice
of Brown he tried his hand at a satiric piece with a
fairy background ; but he failed where Leigh Hunt
might have succeeded. The ¢ Cap and Bells ” is not
without happy phrases, nor is it lacking in music, but
Keats’s heart was not in it, and where his heart was
not, neither was his genius. Meanwhile the con.
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nature should reconcile itself to life and die with the
courage of a great human soul. In September Keats
left London for Italy. On shipboard his genius
blazed up once more from the ashes that were fast
covering it ; and on a blank leaf of a copy of Shake-
speare he wrote the beautiful sonnet beginning,
¢ Bright Star, would I were steadfast as thou art!”
and containing the noble figure of

“The moving waters at their priest-like task
Of cold ablution round earth’s human shores.”

In Rome he was cheerful and serene. There were
short walks; there was even a plan for a poem in
Sabina. But the end was close at hand. There was
a sudden relapse and then a partial rally, but no more
hope. Keats was longing for the great peace, and
sustaining himself by listening to the prose of Jeremy
Taylor and to the sonatas of Haydn. On the 23d of
February, 1821, he called Severn to lift him up: «I
am dying ; I shall die easy. Don’t be frightened ; be
firm, and thank God it has come.” Three days after,
he was buried in the quiet cemetery where Severn
himself sixty years later was to lie beside him, and
where Shelley also sleeps under the soft Italian sky, —
so near the ancient tumult of Rome, and yet wrapped
about by the eternal silence.

“ He dwelt with the bright gods of elder time,
On earth and in their cloudy haunts above.
He loved them; and, in recompense sublime,
The gods, alas! gave him their fatal love.”
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brightness of spirit, which Keats gave the world : it
was pure imagination, — that rarest and most precious
because most creative of gifts. The ode ¢ To Au-
tumn’ and “The Eve of Saint Agnes’ are beautiful
to the very heart ; they are not clothed with beauty;
they are beauty itself. There is a vast difference
between thought turned into poetry, such as one
sometimes comes upon in Goethe and Words-
worth, and thought that was born poetry. Since
Spenser Keats is the most poetical of poets, because
his thought was poetry, —because he saw with the
imagination ; and what he saw flashed into images,
figures, metaphors, — the fresh and glowing speech of
poetry. In this process his soul was in contact with
the soul of things, not with their surface beauty.
¢ When I wrote it,” he said of one of his poems, ¢ it
was a regular stepping of the imagination toward a
truth.” And again: ¢ What the imagination seizes
as beauty must be truth, whether it existed before or
not. . . . The imagination may be compared to
Adam’s dream: he awoke and found it truth.”
There is the secret of Keats’s genius and art, — the
secret and the promise. He left much, and of the
rarest ; he would have done more. It is enough that,
except Shakespeare, no English poet has found such
colour in our speech, has made it linger in the ear in
phrase so rich and full. This magical note, heard
only in the greatest poetry, is heard in Keats, — the
evidence alike of the rare quality of his genius and its
depth and power.
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its distractions and temptations for those who touch
in any way the ideal, an invigorating and sanative
quality. Art is not inspired by art, but by life; we
shall never write great books by reading Dante ; the
great books must be in us as they were in him. But
there are moods which favour the growth of art; there
are prosperous influences which make some days fer-
tile above all the year. And while the secret of the
great artist is incommunicable, his attitude toward life,
his use of materials, his thought of the thing he was
sent to do, and his manner of doing it, are unconcealed.
The greater the man the simpler are his methods.
There is no artifice, no magic, no esoteric skill about
the methods of greatness; they have the elemental
simplicity and breadth of the processes of Nature.
“ My secrets have been few,” said Savonarola on the
rack, “ because my purposes have been great.”

At a time when the men who make whatever litera-
ture we possess are under such pressure from conflict-
ing tendencies, when skill is so constantly confused
with the creative power, when the noise of the mo-
ment makes the silence of the centuries so difficult to
believe or rest in, Dante has resources of service such
as no other poet offers. An age of expansion needs to
study the man whose spirit knew all the rigours of con-
centration and all the anguish of intensity; an age
of many-sided activity and large tolerance of pleasure
stands in special need of the poet who felt the flames
of Hell blown upon him, and who heard the bitter
rain of tears in Purgatory. Not that our age is less
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limitless correspondence with life ; there lies the great
principle of art into mastery of which Dante was
driven by his very misery. Phillips Brooks somewhere
says that the only way to flee away from God is to
flee into him: Dante was driven by his anguish into
the very heart of art.  Everything else fell from him ;
there remained only this last refuge. If he had been
less great in vision and in labour, he would have missed
the sublime consolation of making his own sorrows
the key to the anguish of the world, — of discerning in
his own tumultuous experience the record of all human
life. To a pure man there was no other key to Hell.

Dante makes it clear to us that the great man and
the great artist are identical: the artist is the man,
not one form of his activity, one side of his nature.
A work of talent is a thing of skill, and may be
divorced from experience, from character ; but a work
of genius is a piece of the man’s self. There may be
incalculable toil upon it, flawless workmanship may
disclose itself in every detail; but the motive, the
conception, the informing idea, are out of the man's
soul. He does not fashion them; he is powerless
to invent them ; they grow within him ; they are the
children of his experience. It is as impossible to
separate the “Divine Comedy” from Dante as to
scparate the fruit from the tree which bore it. It is
so distinct that it may be plucked and yet remain
entire, so different that it becomes nourishment for
other and alien life, but it is of the very substance of
the tree. Dante’s poem has a significance as wide and
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fore, the supreme book of experience; it shows the
divine brooding over the human and shining into it,
wherever and whenever the two come in contact ; and
these points of contact constitute experience. This
is the method of all the great teachers; not by ab-
straction, but by realization, is truth appropriated and
made a part of human life,

Capacity for experience is one of the measures of
greatness. If this line were run through literature, it
would separate all writers of the truest insight from
those who charm us by some other and secondary
gift. The experiencing man steadily widens and
deepens with the unfolding of his life history ; every
event means for him a fresh glimpse of truth ; every
full hour of emotion or work, a ripening of the spirit.
It is profoundly interesting to follow the steady
growth of such a nature as Shakespeare’s, not so much
by processes of thought as by processes of life. For
the most part unconsciously to himself, life distils its
meaning into his soul through the silent but ceaseless
opening and expansion of his mind and heart. Sen-
sitive to every touch of the outward world, responsive
to every appeal through the senses, alive to every
suggestion to the spirit, intent not to shun but to
share the full movement of life, —such a nature pre-
sents an ever-widening contact with the whole of
things, and gains an ever-deepening insight into
their meaning. A man like Macaulay, on the other
hand, whom Bagehot rightly describes as a non-ex-
periencing nature, may have many gifts, but has no
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nature in one continuous and absorbing task. Shut
off from complicated relations with his time, excluded
from the privileges and cares of citizenship, practi-
cally without family ties, he poured the undivided
stream of his power and activity into a single channel.
It was not his mind alone which was engaged in his
work ; it was not heart alone ; it was not his technical
skill and the energy of his nature: in the blending
of all these qualities is found the secret of that in-
tensity which gives the ¢ Divine Comedy” unity of
feeling through all its vast movement. Ballads and
lyrics often breathe a single fiery emotion; but there
is no other poem of equal magnitude which glows
with such sustained heat of soul.

A work of art is great in the exact measure in which
it absorbs and receives the life of the artist,—in the
measure in which it springs, as Goethe would say,
from the union of all his faculties. It may be strong,
original, suggestive, if it come primarily from his mind ;
it may be moving, inspiring, impressive, if it flow
from his heart alone ; it may be clear, effective, beauti-
ful, if it be the product of his skill or training; but it
is great, deep, and enduring in the measure in which
all these faculties and forces contribute to and arg
mingled in it. It is this fusion of his whole nature
which gives Dante’s work not only unity, but such
range and variety. He had the equipment of a
thinker of the first order ; and if his mind had been
primarily engaged in his work, he would have added
another to the massive folios and quartos of the school-
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deavour, and the modern world was foreshadowed in
his prose and verse. Byron, on the other hand, with
his unsurpassed gift of lyric expression, failed of this
supreme surrender, and failed also of the complete
expression of his genius. Of how many richly endowed
poets must the same record be made! They pos-
sessed all the materials for work of the highest
quality, of the greatest magnitude; they wrought at
times with a fidelity that made the occasional mo-
ments what the years ought to have been: but lack-
ing the power of sustained endeavour born of the
union of spiritual integrity with intellectual force,
they missed that putting forth of the whole nature in
unbroken continuity which is the inexorable law of
supreme achievement. In art, which in its deepest
aspects is but another name for religion, a man can-
not serve two masters. He who sets himself to the
task of interpreting life on any great scale must put the
world, the flesh, and the Devil behind him as resolutely
as ever anchorite shut the door of his cell in the face
of these tempters from the perfect way. It is idle to
talk of a disseverance between great art and funda-
mental morals: they are not bound together by ex-
ternal law; they are as soil and fruit, as sun and
light, as truth and beauty. A sound nature, a mind
moving inevitably to appointed ends, a whole man, —
these are the only sources of the work which sustains
comparison with the soundness and inevitableness of
Nature. The swallow-flights of song, touching things
near and familiar, have their truth and their sweet-
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was not made; it grew. There was a vital process
behind it. There were all the stages of growth in its
production from the moment when the seed began to
germinate in the soil to that hour — the purest, di-
vinest that art has ever known — when it bore the
white- rose in Paradise. It was not the tremendous
effort of a mind strained to the last point of endur-
ance ; it was the overflow of a nature through which
the tidal influences and forces of life flowed deep and
strong. To borrow Ruskin’s thought, it is not a great
effort, but a great force, which we feel in the ¢ Divine
Comedy.” A thing of skill, contrivance, mechanism,
is detached from its maker and its surroundings; a
thing of life is rooted in the soil where it grows. Be-
hind every flower there are the earth and the heavens,
and the most secluded violet involves them both; it
could not have been without their combined ministry
to its fragile life. Behind Westminster Abbey there
were not only stone quarries and tools, there were
religion, art, history, fathomless depths of faith and
service. Behind the ¢ Divine Comedy” there is
more than Dante was conscious of, clear as his in-
tention was and definite as was his plan. It was a
beautiful fancy of the Greeks that the gods were some-
times surprised in their solitude, — Diana at her bath,
and Pan on the road to Sparta; but it was only a
fancy. The imagination — that larger and deeper
insight — knows that divinity cannot be seen by eyes
that depend for their seeing upon a waxing and wan-
ing light; it is the inward and constant light that
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ness far more than out of their consciousness ; they see
clearly enough the point to which they would go ; but
while we journey with them the earth and the heavens
are unrolled before us ; the road along which we pass
is but a faintly marked line across unexplored conti-
nents. Dante has very definite things to say ; but his
deepest message is to the imagination, and is there-
fore unspoken. His song is ¢ unfathomable,” as Tieck
long ago called it, because all life flows under it.
Here, again, we come upon his prophetic quality, —
his foreshadowing of the attitude and method of the
true artist in all times. That which the artist gives us
is himself. His genius is not his; it belongs to the
world, because the world has contributed the mate-
rial with which it deals. No man ever owed more
to his fellows than Dante. Shakespeare borrowed
stories from all quarters; Dante borrowed all history.
The ¢ Divine Comedy " is embedded in history; its
~ background is the entire historic movement. It was
Dante’s greatness that his life had such reach and
force, — that it gathered into itself so vast a range of
experience, and brought to light so wide a sweep of
action. These facts of history had long sunk below the
region of consciousness in him ; he had absorbed the
past and made it part of himself before he expressed
the soul of it in poetry. The Middle Ages had, for
the purposes of art, this priceless quality of uncon-
sciousness. Morbid as medizval thought often was,
distorted as its imagination was, grotesque as its mis-
takes of fact often were, it had a zgive# and un-
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deserted that had once had cheer and mirth of life.
So in Dante that old world survives, and we read it
to the very heart. It is not until thought, knowledge,
and fact pass beyond the mind into the keeping of
the heart, where feeling plays upon them and divines
their spiritual meanings, that art finds them ripe for
use. The first perceptions of unsuspected beauty in
things is always accompanied by agitation. The very
essence of literature is this sensitiveness of perception,
this freshness of feeling, which clothes familiar facts
and obvious truths with a loveliness or majesty un-
dreamed of by the thought alone. It is through the
insight and play of the imagination that the historic
fact yields its inner and spiritual meaning ; and there
must be a brooding of the whole nature over the fact
before it ripens into art. While questions are still
pressing for answer, while movements still absorb the
faculties in action, while problems still agitate and dis-
turb, they rarely receive literary expression. When
the struggle is over and the movement accomplished,
the Muse of Poetry comes to claim her own. The
agony of strife yields to the quiet meditation, the
mysterious distillation of truth, the deep and sweet dis-
closure of beauty. Far below the region of eager and
painful thinking, with its unrest and its agitation, the
question, the problem, the great issues, sink into the
rich, profound, unconscious life of a people or a man.
They become a kind of background, full of majesty,
of mystery, of suggestion and allurement for the
imagination, — like those mountain-ranges which
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There is but one ¢ Divine Comedy,” — one poem in
which depth and height of thought, beauty of form,
and intensity of feeling are so perfectly combined.
There are only three or four works in all literature
which we place beside this poem. It has less breadth,
less range of sunny fruitfulness, than the work of Shake-
speare and of Goethe ; but it is the highest altitude
of human achievement. It is one of the great satis-
factions of humanity, because it realizes the noblest
anticipations of life. Here was a man who lived in
the heart of things, who thought and acted as if he
were conscious of immortality ; who could afford to
let onc phase of life torment and disown him, be-
cause he had all life for compensation ; who lived and
wrought like a master, born to the highest intellectual
and spiritual possessions, and not to be despoiled of
them by any chance of earthly fortune. All men
crave such living and performance as Dante’s, because
they adequately express the energy of an immortal
spirit. Scepticism, cynicism, pessimism, have their
periods ; the race has its bad quarter of an hour now
and then ; but such men as Dante make these ignoble
suspicions of divinity, these mean doubts about our
fellows, these weak decnials of our own natures,
incredible. One righteous man demonstrates the
reality of goodness, and one great man makes all
life great. Scepticism is the root of all evil in us and
in our arts. We do not believe enough in God, in
ourselves, and in the divine laws under which we
live. Great art involves great faith,— a clear, reso-
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lute, victorious insight into and grasp of things; a
belief real enough and powerful enough to inspire
and sustain heroic tasks. The open secret of a great
and noble achievement in art is a sound and noble
nature in the artist. Dante was great in himself, —
not faultless, not entirely harmonious, but great in
faith, in force, and in endeavour. He met life as a
strong swimmer meets the sea, not with dismay and
outcries, but with heroic putting forth of effort, with
calmness and steadiness of soul, with the buoyancy of
a great strength matching itself against a great peril.
He believed and he achieved, — that is the true story
of his life.




A WORD ABOUT HUMOUR.

THE difficulties which beset the endeavour to define
vital qualities are very evident in the results of the
attempts, dating back to the time of Aristotle, to draw
sharp lines of distinction between wit and humour.
Literature does not offer the record of a more delight-
ful will-o’-the-wisp pursuit. These pervasive elements
are present in every literature ; but they have a Pro-
tean variability of form, and they sport with severe
and logical thinkers with an easy indifference to for-
mulas and categories. This very elusiveness is not
only a very great charm, but furnishes evidence of the
important part which wit and humour play in human
affairs. Theyare omnipresent : they register the over-
flow of the soul in art, religion, and history ; merri-
ment and sorrow, friendship and animosity, purity and
evil, have found common use in them. No qualities
are better known, or more readily recognizable ; but
they are still at large. They will never be caught in
any snare of definition, however skilfully set. We
shall delight in their manifestations, use them as part
of our common speech, value them among the greater
resources of life ; but we shall never define them as we
define a thing fixed and stationary, or a relation the
contacts of which are seen on all sides. Wit is too
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matter of character and temperament. Wit is allied
to talent in its cleverness, dexterity, and a certain hard
and brilliant quality of skill ; while humour partakes
of the wider reach, the ampler flow, the deep uncon-
sciousness of genius. Wit is the swift play, the flash-
ing thrust and parry, of the mind. Humour flows
from character ; its springs are in a man’s nature ; it
is the expression, not of that which is rapid, dexterous,
and self-conscious, but of that which is fundamental
and unconscious in him. Wit is a thing apart from
character ; humour is the most unforced expression of
character. The old physicians were not far wrong in
making humour one of the four elements out of which
the physical body is compounded, and therefore part
of the very substance of a man. This original use of
the word is the most suggestive comment on its mean-
ing ; we shall not go astray if we follow its lead. It
was one of those instinctive guesses which fuller knowl-
edge has verified in quite uncxpected fashion. Wit
plays on the surface of things; humour streams down
into the heart of them, irradiates them, and, without
intention, gets at their secret. Wit is colourless, emo-
tionless ; it is as dry, as detached from the things it
touches, as an abstract quality. Humour, being the
expression of the whole nature, is full of heart ; it has
tenderness, sympathy, piety, sadness; the laughter
which it evokes is without malice or bitterness; it is
often so near to tears that the two blend as naturally
as the moods of an April sky.

The deepest humour is never cynical or destructive ;

r.
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tions, epigrams, epithets, phrases. In these days one
reads Voltaire and Sydney Smith for * points,” not
for broad completeness or for large and luminous dis-
closure of the nature of the themes with which they
deal. The elder Dumas has stamped his superscrip-
tion on a few pieces of the pure gold of wit, which
furnish a standard coinage among the most critical
and fastidious. Heine’s rare poetic insight and
unique quality are too often undervalued in compari-
son with that arrowy wit,—never barbed with bitter-
ness, and yet always left stinging in the victim as if
dipped in the very essence of malice. Wit seems,
upon analysis, a conversational quality, called out by
social relations and influences, and expressed briefly
and compactly, with the incisiveness of epigram and
repartee. It is the sharpest of comments; it often
brings a ray of most intense light to bear on a defect,
an exaggeration, a falsehood : but it does not deal with
subjects broadly and comprehensively ; it does not illu-
minate wide fields of thought and life ; it has no crea-
tive quality ; there is nothing elemental in it. It is
like the flash of lightning during the brief duration of
which a bit of landscape stands out in startling dis-
tinctness ; it has none of the wide, fruitful, reveal-
ing quality of the sunlight.

The great humorists present a significant contrast
to the great wits; for while the wits entertain and
dazzle us, the humorists reveal life to us. Aristopha-
nes, Cervantes, Moliére, and Shakespeare, the typi-
cal humorists, are among the greatest contributors to
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hypocrisies and specious self-deceit; the stupidity
and dense self-satisfaction of Philistinism, — all these
various forms of narrowness and falsehood are limita-
tions of human growth and free activity ; and against
these limitations the humorists break their lances.
Heine justly claimed for himself the position of a
liberator of humanity; for all the great humorists
are liberators.

It is true that Aristophanes, Lucian, and Heine are
often distinctly destructive in mood, and seem to have
no other purpose but to make current beliefs incredi-
ble. Heine, the most volatile and tricksy spirit in
literature, slips into blasphemy with magical ease, and
is never so far from seriousness of spirit as when he
puts himself most completely under the spell of senti-
ment. ¢ Other bards,” says a writer in a recent issue
of the ¢ Atheneum,” ¢ have passed from grave to
gay within the compass of one work ; but the art of
constantly showing two natures within the small limit
of perhaps three ballad verses was reserved for Heine.
No one like him understands how to build up a little
edifice of the tenderest and most refined sentiment for
the mere pleasure of knocking it down with a last line.
No one like him approaches his reader with dole-
ful countenance, pours into the ear a tale of secret
sorrow, and when the sympathies are enlisted sur-
prises his confidant with a horse-laugh. It seems as
though Nature had endowed him with a most delicate
sensibility and a keen perception of the ridiculous,
that his own feelings may afford him a perpetual sub-
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annijhilation.” The sweep of Aristophanes’s imagina-
tion, the license of his fancy, the depth and beauty
of his thought, the lawless audacity of his satire,
give an impression of fathomless scepticism, — the
searching irony of a god looking on human life from
the standpoint of cynical indifference. He handles
his materials with a kind of Olympian breadth and
ease,—more like a god creating worlds out of his
own surplusage of vitality than like a satirist. 1t is
highly improbable that he was the deliberate and con-
scious moralist which some of his German students
and critics have held him to be ; but the vein of seri-
ousness in his work is quite as evident as the vein of
poetry ; and in a certain swift and splendid effective-
ness, no poet has ever surpassed him. To his most
careless reader he conveys a sense of freedom, an
idea of breadth and vastness, which are at times al-
most overwhelming. He moves in the creative ele-
ment ; his influence plays like fire upon the habits,
beliefs, and vices which seemed to him corrupt, false,
or ridiculous. His work was, in its ultimate effect,
the work of a liberator.

If this expansive quality of humour, this liberat-
ing force, is characteristic of the destructive humor-
ists, it is still more notable and significant in the con-
structive humorists, — those who, like Shakespeare,
Moli¢re, Cervantes, Richter, and Carlyle, have dealt
with life with broad or genial earnestness and sin-
cerity. The study of both schools of humour brings
out clearly the very significant fact that humour in-
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cludes the whole of which it is part. He feels its
suffering and recognizes its tragic elements; but in his
broad conception the shadows are relieved by the
lights, and the gloom of the parts is swallowed up in
the brightness of the whole. For while the humorist
is often a pessimist so far as immediate conditions
are concerned, he is an optimist in his faith in the
reality of the universe and the dignity and worth of
life in its completeness.

Socrates was at ease and could play at times iron-
ically with matters of apparently deepest moment,
because, beyond all local and racial beliefs, he had the
resource of a fundamental faith. Carlyle, whose
humour and imagination so constantly acted and re-
acted upon each other, made traditions and conven-
tions pitiful or absurd, by evoking that background of
infinity and eternity against which all human life is set.
Shakespeare’s tragic power is found, in the last analysis,
to be one with his comic power; both flow from his
nature and his view of life. He deals with the tragic
forces as one who is superior to them ; for they are,
in fact, inimical only to those who offend against the
laws whose servants they are. He describes their
operation, and records their appalling results with no
lack of that fundamental seriousness which is the mood
of every profound nature, but with the calmness and
quietude of soul that come from the ability to look
beyond the passing blackness and fury of the storm
into the heavens which they obscure for the moment,
only to make their serenity and purity the more ap-
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the eye of vulgar Logic,” says Teufelsdrockh, ¢ what
is man? An omnivorous Biped that wears Breeches.
To the eye of Pure Reason what is he? A Soul, a
Spirit, and divine Apparition. Round his mysterious
ME, there lies, under all those wool-rags, a Garm ent
of Flesh (or of Senses) contextured in the Loom of
Heaven; whereby he is revealed to his like, and
dwells with them in Union and Division; and sees
and fashions for himself a Universe, with azure Starry
Spaces, and long Thousands of Years. Deep-hidden
is he under that strange Garment; amid Sounds and
Colours and Forms, as it were, swathed-in and inex-
tricably over-shrouded: yet it is sky-woven, and
worthy of a God. Stands he not thereby in the centre
of Immensities, in the conflux of Eternities? "

This contrast between the Finite and the Infinite
is the source of the deep and sane humour which is
shared by all the creztive minds. For it is signifi-
cant that, with the possible exception of Dante, all
the greatest men have been richly endowed with this
quality, and the Italians claim it for Dante. If life
is long enough and comprehensive enough to provide
for the final reconcilement of apparent contradic-
tions, and the final adjustment of all just claims for
opportunity and happiness, then humour becomes
a prophecy of the joyful outcome of all struggles
and incongruities, and of the final resolution of all
discords into harmony. In natures of the widest
range, this fundamental faith scems to be implicit in
the consciousness; it lies below all thinking, and






220 KESSAYS IN LITERARY INTERPRETATION.

is the saddest, hardest, and most Dbitter existence
imaginable. 1f, on the other hand, these contrasts
are the contrasts between different stages of a suc-
cessful development ; if contradiction, incongruity, and
imperfection are passing phases in a progression to-
ward final harmony, — then the life of man permits of
the freedom, the delight, the confidence, of secure
and happy childhood. The sanest souls instinctively
believe their noblest conception of the range and sig-
nificance of life; and because they believe, humour
springs up like a fountain of joy in them. And so
humour of the highest kind becomes the truest evi-
dence of that fundamental faith which lays its foun-
dations deeper than all systems of dogma. The
humorists are always struggling for a broader world,
because they belicve that such a world exists.

The part which humour plays as a refuge from
crushing care and calamity, a resource under the pres-
sure of responsibilities too heavy to be borne, is not
clearly recognized save by the few who have given
thought to the subject. There is a general impression
that humour involves levity, and that the man who per-
mits it to play for a moment in the clouds which
overshadow him is lacking in seriousness of nature, or
is oblivious of the deeper aspects of his surroundings.
This impression is the very reverse of the truth; for
humour of the highest quality is never far from sadness,
and is always allied with fundamental gravity of char-
acter. Humour is not the resource of men of levity
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sible ; it was the momentary play of the heart breaking
away from the appalling problems with which the in-
tellect was constantly dealing, and from which, for
long intervals of time, there seemed no escape. It
was the sudden reassurance of the spirit almost over-
borne by the responsibilities which rested upon it;
the swift flight of the soul out of the storm into the
serenity beyond the circle of its ravages. There was
fundamental faith in it.

THE END.















